388                                        LITERATURE
of the newspapers and almost the first diaries and autobio-
graphical writings in England.
Nevertheless the general lie of the land cannot be inferred
merely from its prominent features. It is true that the Bible was
studied with unexampled thoroughness and that it must have
furnished the only reading matter in many poor cottages.
However, there were available for people with a few pence to
spend a great quantity of ephemeral works, some of which
were so popular that they were literally worn out of existence or
survive in two or three copies out of many editions. Among
them were compendiums which approach as near to the modern
encyclopaedia as the existing state of knowledge permitted,
almanacs, manuals of self-help of every kind, devotional books,
primers of education, sermons by the hundred, and thousands
of controversial pamphlets on religion and both foreign and
domestic politics.
The importance of the drama is evidenced by the adoption
of the year 1642, when the theatres were closed by law, as the
end of the Elizabethan age. For the purposes of dramatic
history, the period from 1603 to *66o can be roughly divided
into three parts: the reign of James I, the reign of Charles I
until 1642, and the period from 1642 to 1660. During the first
the romantic drama continued to be the dominant interest,
although the realistic and satirical treatment of contemporary
themes ran it close. During the second the realistic drama was
preponderant, although the romantic and extravagant con-
tinued to be written and performed. During the third the
theatres were proscribed by puritan ordinances of increasing
strictness, but actually some, at least, of them defied the law.
During the first two periods the masque was a very popular
dramatic form, and afforded opportunity for the lavish display
pleasing to an extravagant court and nobility. On the other
hand the costliness of staging was severely criticised by puritans.
The first two of these divisions are somewhat artificial, as
indeed any treatment must be which has to take as its starting-
point the year 1603, which has no significance in literary history
except as marking the death of Gloriana. There are the further
complications that many of the dramatists began their literary
careers in the sixteenth century, and that the romantic and the
realistic dramas overlap and writers shifted readily from one to
the other to cater to changing tastes. The favourite authors of